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Prayer
Prayer is a looking up
As vivid as 
The painted proﬁle
Of the mountain top.
Birds, clouds,
Exuberance of sun
Or rain,
All ours for looking up.
Vision, openness
Are there.
I lift my head
In prayer.
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
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Front Cover:
Roserock
1982
78” (h) x 156” (w)
Alpaca, plain weave; lamb’s wool, plain weave with 
overlay of combed alpaca, plain weave; surface 
embroidered in alpaca, mohair, lamb’s wool and 
karakul in satin, stem, running and open 
buttonhole stitches; hidden couching;  
folded, molded and tucked; backed with wool, 
plain weave; signed.
“Margaret Mead refers to the creative drive which 
transforms itself in many women from the 
consuming years of child bearing and rearing to 
ﬁelds of art, music and many other careers. 
She lived ahead of her time in many patterns. 
I have moved somewhere between these two paths, 
balancing my life, always working quietly 
with relentless dedication, but holding at the 
same time the gentle reins of my heritage.”. 
—Nancy Hemenway Barton paraphrase of 
Margaret Mead’s Blackberry Winter
Chinese Puzzle II
1986
11’ (h) x 6’6” (w)
Alpaca background, with red, blue  
and black embroidery.
“Several of the wall sculptures 
function as vortices around 
a single central negative 
space, denying the wall’s 
traditional role as a mere 
two-dimensional support. 
Chinese Puzzle I and Chinese 
Puzzle II express this third 
dimension while at the same 
time creating a contemplative 
quality in their concentricity.”
—Edward Maeder, Curator 
of Costumes and Textiles, 
LACMA, from the New England 
Light catalogue
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F
or almost 20 years, it has been my great 
pleasure to mount a series of exhibitions that 
frequently celebrate Maine women artists. 
We have explored every medium, multiple eras, 
“pioneers” and cultural giants. Now, it is a special 
honor to host Ahead of Her Time, a comprehensive 
retrospective of the early watercolors, portraits, 
oils and grand textiles of a Maine-born force of nature, Nancy 
Hemenway Barton.
Recognized with the Deborah Morton Award in 1979, Hemen-
way’s works have been exhibited in museums around the world, 
including solo shows at the Art Institute of Chicago, the Los Ange-
les County Museum, and in Edinburgh and Botswana. Closer to 
home in Boothbay Harbor, her works were seen in most of Maine’s 
museums. Thus, it is a special delight to welcome the participation 
of Bates College, the Farnsworth Art Museum, the Portland Muse-
um of Art, the Maine College of Art, the Gulf of Maine Research 
Institute, Maine Fiberarts and Wheaton College as part of this 
extraordinary undertaking.
What made Nancy a breakthrough ﬁgure, “ahead of her time” as 
a twentieth-century woman artist? As we reviewed her extensive 
journals, poetry and catalogues, read what others have said, and 
rediscovered hundreds of pieces of art, there was broad agreement 
on three key elements.
First, she was “all in” as a woman in motion, a devoted 
daughter, concert musician, loving wife, dedicated mother of three 
sons, inspiring grandmother, mentor and featured artist in over 
40 solo exhibitions on four continents. Nancy’s training, family 
expectations and belief in self made her an early feminist who 
countered the prevailing narrative that serious artists were only 
men. Her personal energy was legendary. Even a simple summer 
day in Boothbay Harbor would include an early morning row out to 
her studio on Mouse Island, a row back for lunch with her husband 
Bob, a hike, gardening and a swim, a power nap, immersion in the 
works of others or playing with a grandchild, dinner with family, 
and then a return to her home studio for several more hours of 
work. “Movement,” a Christian Science Monitor reviewer noted 
in 1995, “has long been the very weft of Nancy Hemenway’s life.”
Second, Nancy was an artist of “inner-seeing,” an innovator 
who was comfortable breaking strictures and restraints. She 
became a textile artist because her painting materials were delayed 
for months upon moving to Bolivia in 1966. The potential of the 
Nancy embroidering in her Georgetown, D.C., studio.
Ahead of Her Time
All in as a Woman, Artist of Inner Seeing and a Global Uniﬁer
curator’s introduction by anne b. zill
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fabric world captured her imagination, and she delighted in the 
range and promise it oﬀered. Constrained neither by canvas nor 
form, her pieces took on a sculptured free force that captured 
the intricacy of nature. Christa C. Mayer Thurman, the legendary 
head of the Art Institute of Chicago’s Department of Textiles, 
wrote in 1983 of Hemenway’s work that “Nothing is ever taken 
for granted. Sometimes it takes her weeks to ﬁnd the right ﬂow 
for her compositions, a rhythm that must come and go with ease 
and ﬂuidity. She demands a sense of rhythm in all of her work as 
an integral part of her own basic expression.”
Third, she was a “global uniﬁer.” Seared by the experience of 
World War II, Nancy and Bob dedicated themselves to advancing 
world peace. As an artist married to a U.S. diplomat, Nancy found 
ways throughout to engage, work with and incorporate the beauties 
and intricacies of the globe. She created textile workshops in Boliv-
ia and Mexico, spoke about the potential of fabrics in Africa and 
Europe, designed an American teepee-style work for a China show, 
found inspiration for Tower in Italy’s architecture, and worked with 
the fabrics, handwoven materials and yarns of every continent.
Nancy brought the richness of her life to her art. Everything 
that happened had a reason. Scraps of materials and chunks of 
memories shaped the work. There was no dross. There was a 
greater purpose. Nancy believed in the unifying New England 
traditions of ethics, trustworthiness and sense of community 
responsibility. A Boothbay Harbor native, Nancy embodied Yankee 
ingenuity, always seeking an answer and forging direction with 
an “I am going to do this” attitude. Her art brought people, culture 
and passion together.
For the first time, this show and catalogue captures her 
wondrous range. In addition, there are a handful of works that 
have never been shown. This is a comprehensive celebration of 
her life and work, her creativity and the beauty that she generated 
in a chronological summary of key periods. 
Maine artists are making the twenty-ﬁrst century one of great 
distinction. Our gratitude for Nancy Hemenway Barton’s path-
breaking contribution to today’s exhilarating creative expression 
is at the heart of this Ahead of Her Time exhibition.
I am ever grateful to the University of New England (UNE) 
for the opportunity to be associated with its art gallery on the 
Portland Campus. Working with the Barton family has been a joyful 
experience from start to ﬁnish! Designer John Kevin O’Brien brought 
his talents to the artful design of this beautiful publication. As usual, 
I am deeply indebted to my gallery colleagues Kevin Callahan, Ilana 
Welch and Amanda Skinner. The Bartons want to extend special 
thanks to those who inspired, guided and made this all possible: 
Christa C. Mayer Thurman, Katharine Watson, Mark Bessire, 
Jessica May, Diana Greenwold, Jil Eaton, Lynn Hendry, Donna 
McNeil, Marcia Kimpton, Jessica Tomlinson, Julian Coles and his 
team, Zeph Stickney Helmreich, Leah Niederstadt, Amy Dumont, 
Ben Forgey, Forrest Heath, Bonnie Durrance, Jean Todd and Fraser 
Jones, Ryan Keller, and Julie Benson Barton, Lisa Barton and Kit 
Lunney. Alivia Cross, a Wheaton College intern, was invaluable.
Welcome to this remarkable review of the life and work of 
Nancy Hemenway Barton—a woman ahead of her time.
Nancy working at the Loft in Boothbay Harbor, Maine.  
Aqua Lapis III, left, and translucent organdy, in door.
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I
n the spring of 1977 winds from a sudden storm 
slashed holes in the roof of the Barton home in 
Washington, D.C., sending cascades of rainwater down 
into the house. Nancy Hemenway Barton recorded the 
event in her journal. “This small cataclysm” she wrote, 
“has been my good fortune.” In the process of repairing 
the damage the Bartons were able to eliminate a third-
ﬂoor wall, resulting in a new studio measuring “eighteen by thirty 
feet”—a major improvement over cramped make-do spaces she 
had been working with in the self-same house.
Judging solely by her eloquent journal entry, the eﬀect of the 
change on Nancy Hemenway (to use her professional name) was 
not short of exhilarating. Standing in her new space, in front 
of her “creative altarpiece”—the larger tables upon which she 
was able at last to place fabrics in something close to their full 
dimension—she was moved very nearly to dance: “I ﬁnd I move 
my hands and arms, and do a ritual reliving of the sweep and 
motion of the sea.”
It was in this studio the following year that I visited with 
Hemenway to prepare for the essay on her work (published in 1978) 
that follows this brief introduction. Decades later my memories of 
the place and the occasion are partial but intense. I recall vividly 
how the studio seemed almost to ﬂoat among the limbs of the tall 
deciduous trees populating the Bartons’ back yard, imbuing the 
big room with a lively ambience of dappled light. Orderly stacks 
of yarns and woven wools and other fabrics all around, combined 
with the omnipresence of nature, provided a strong, if condensed, 
introduction to the materials, means and metaphorical purposes 
of Hemenway’s art.
At the time of the visit Hemenway was well into her second 
decade as a serious professional artist, and her unalloyed delight in 
the new space reﬂected her strengthening sense of unique artistic 
identity. Never again would she work in a studio in which nature 
was not emphatically invited indoors. Reading the [aforementioned] 
journal entry quoted, and then reﬂecting on her subsequent life and 
work, reminded me of how vibrantly the artist herself inhabited 
that space. She graciously, and instructively, welcomed interested 
visitors but manifestly the place was altogether hers, a domain of 
solitude, self-possession and, ultimately, of outward reach.
Turning a negative into a decisive affirmative—a destructive 
storm begets a studio beﬁtting large ambitions—was a course 
wholly characteristic of Hemenway’s resilient approach to life 
and art. Originality was a quality she embraced—embodied, more 
like—in both paths.
Spring 1978
nancy hemenway’s studio is a quiet place nestled on the 
third ﬂoor of her home in Georgetown. In it are shelves of wool, 
neatly arranged by type and color, and several large tables pushed 
together so she can spread the ever-larger pieces of cloth she works 
on to their full extent. She will spend hundreds of hours at these 
tables working on a given piece, each one representing the residue 
of long-stored images and emotions. It is slow labor that calls for 
more than craft skill, though there is that, of course. (She wouldn’t 
be making these things if she did not love to sew.) These long 
patient hours are absolutely essential to Hemenway’s art; a viewer 
senses this while looking at one of the ﬁnished works. As much 
Deeper Intuitions
essay by benjamin forgey, art critic for the Washington Star (1964-1981)  
and architecture critic for the Washington Post (1981-2006)
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Rock Lichen
1975
68” (h) x 50” (w)
Fabric of lamb’s wool, twill weave; surface embroidery in lamb’s wool, mohair 
and karakul in stem, satin, chain, running and closed buttonhole stitches; 
hidden couching; folded and pieces; fringed; backed with cotton, plain 
weave, with double warps in stripes; signed.
as they are collages of sensuous materials, they are accretions of 
feelings, patiently repossessed and put into form during those 
intense, isolated days spent in the studio. 
Time spent outside the studio also is an important part of 
the creative process. By nature a reﬂective, observant person, 
Hemenway has said that hardly a day goes by that she does not 
gather some fresh impression from nature to be turned over in 
the mind and, perhaps, eventually turned to some speciﬁc use in 
her art. Sometimes this happens by chance, more often by design. 
She is addicted to nature walks, and on weekends frequently heads 
toward the beautiful Blue Ridge Mountains, scarcely an hour’s 
time from downtown Washington. As often as not, she returns 
with something, an old and oddly shaped branch, perhaps, that 
will take its place in a window of her studio, a stimulant and a 
challenge. She recalls spending intense hours perched on a rock 
in coastal Maine, absorbing the feel of the place, its light and 
air, and most importantly studying the inﬁnite nuances of rock 
lichen, its color, the way it attaches itself, its endless twistings 
and turnings. From a week spent visiting a friend living near the 
beaches of North Carolina, she returned with images of the sea 
in her mind (and snapshots that work as reminders, somewhat 
as sketches might). 
Characteristically, it is not the large prospect that she brings 
back, not the grand view of the seascape painter, but speciﬁc visual 
details: how the water behaves, the ﬂeeting translucent patterns it 
makes in those moments at the very edge where land and water 
meet and the wave plays out its force. This, she thinks, will make 
a piece someday. So, too, an impression gathered closer at hand. 
Watching the fall of rain occupied her for an entire afternoon in 
the garden in back of her house. Here again, it was the meeting 
place, the speciﬁc point of contact, that earned her attention: 
drops of water spattering forcefully onto ﬂagstones. Here again, 
the speciﬁc detail: rain does not fall straight, as in the Japanese 
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inspired illustrator’s shorthand. The fact of the matter is more 
complex. 
Painstaking observation of speciﬁc visual facts; careful nurturing 
of authentic personal experiences; skilled translation of these 
visual and emotional impressions into new tactile forms—these 
are the essential facets of Nancy Hemenway’s art-making. It is a 
skilled, poetic enterprise that produces the evocative resonances 
we can ﬁnd in these unusual tapestries. They are, as Stieglitz said 
of certain of his photographs, “equivalents” for states of mind 
and strong emotional experiences, and through them the viewer 
can participate in these experiences. Hemenway’s equivalents, of 
course, are conditioned in special ways by the rich variety of ways 
she works these materials to enhance and intensify their already 
substantial appeal. 
Hemenway learned to sew at age six, taught by her grandmother. 
Sewing came effortlessly to her, and she remembers it with 
pleasure, even when it was only making or repairing clothing for 
her children. She was born in Boothbay Harbor, Maine, and grew 
up on a farm in Foxboro, Massachusetts, summering always in 
Maine. Her father, an architect, and her mother, a watercolorist, 
provided a sympathetic, creative ambience for a sensitive girl 
to grow up in with her brothers and sister. Hemenway’s main 
creative love as a youngster was not the visual arts but music. 
At age sixteen she was granted a 
scholarship to Wheaton College, and 
after earning a bachelor’s degree there 
in 1941, she studied composition for 
a year at Harvard with ﬂutist Walter 
Piston. Though she was not to pursue 
a musical career, the impact of this 
early absorption has been lasting, and 
is observable in the strong rhythmic 
underpinning of her mature work. 
Music was her first disciplined 
artistic endeavor, but there are many 
earlier, less self-conscious experiences 
of childhood that she now consciously exploits in her art. One is 
that early competence in stitchery. Another is an ingrained love 
of nature, and another is the ability and the desire to be alone—a 
counterpoint, it should be said, to her easy gregariousness. At 
the farm in Foxboro when she was growing up and during the 
yearly “months in Maine” (as she fondly recalls them) Hemenway 
enjoyed a pleasant day-to-day familiarity with plants and animals 
and the out-of-doors, and even then she was a good walker. 
This photograph is 
from Coral Stephens 
Handweaving in 
Swaziland, one of 
Hemenway’s African 
suppliers that she used 
heavily in the fabrication 
of Salt Shadow. 
Hemenway: “Mohair is 
the most beautiful 
natural fibre in the world, 
its sheen is unique and it 
is indestructible.” 
Her mohair was 
always hand carded 
and spun yarn. 
Painstaking observation of 
specific visual facts; careful 
nurturing of authentic 
personal experiences; 
skilled translation of 
these visual and emotional 
impressions into new tactile 
forms—these are the 
essential facets of Nancy 
Hemenway’s art-making. 
Ahead of Her Time: The Life and Work of Nancy Hemenway Barton10
She has reached back further than most of us, however, to 
cultivate the experiences of childhood. Children see things close-
up and in detail, experiencing the part before the whole, and 
they respond directly to the sensuous aspects of the everyday 
environment. Their sense of touch is a primary guide. So it is with 
the recent tapestries of Hemenway, many of them enlargements 
of nature’s details, seen close-up and experienced intimately. 
Reaching back to her childhood, she has recaptured something 
of a child’s fresh awe in things, and it is no accident that a 
paramount appeal of the pliant materials she uses is their tactility, 
their preeminent touchability. 
Hemenway’s career in art was at ﬁrst an intermittent aﬀair. She 
married Robert Barton in Boston in the fall of 1942, and her ﬁrst 
career was raising her family. After the war. Barton embarked on 
a Foreign Service career, and for the next two decades the family 
lived a peripatetic existence. In Madrid during the early ﬁfties 
Hemenway studied art with the Spanish artist Pierre Mathieu, 
who taught her among other things to draw without lifting pen 
from paper, a technique that clearly is analogous to the linear 
skeins of threads we see in her recent tapestries. For three years 
in the late ﬁfties Hemenway attended classes at the Art Student’s 
League in New York. After that, she painted portraits for a few 
years and at the same time managed to work in a master’s degree 
in Spanish lyric poetry at Columbia University. 
The pieces of her mature art began to fall in place almost by 
chance in 1966 when her husband was assigned to Bolivia by the 
State Department. Deeply impressed by this contact with Latin 
American culture and the evidences she saw of pre-Colombian 
culture, and taken with the brilliant handwoven wools of the 
Indians on the Bolivian altiplano, Hemenway began to “sew” her 
art. Before long, the walls of the Bartons’ home in La Paz were 
ﬁlled with the tapestries she was making. After a visit to their 
home, the Bolivian minister of culture arranged a one-person 
exhibition of her tapestries at the two principal galleries of the 
Bolivian National Museum, a singular honor for the wife of a 
foreign diplomat. Many of these same works later were submitted 
by the Bolivian government to the Pan American Union in 
Washington, D.C., for a temporary show. To this day Hemenway 
remains the only North American artist to have exhibited there 
in the series of one-person shows organized by the member 
countries of the Organization of American States. 
These early Hemenway tapestries are skillful adaptations of 
pre-Colombian motifs, taken at ﬁrst quite directly from things she 
In Argentina, around 1951, Nancy Hemenway and husband Bob  
with sons (left to right) Rick, Bill and Brad—part of a peripatetic life 
that included years in Uruguay, Spain, Dominican Republic, Bolivia  
and Mexico.
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out-of-doors. It also signaled a deepening of the artist’s respect 
for the nature of her materials, just as the early brilliance relied 
heavily on synthetically dyed yarns, the newer tapestries were 
made almost exclusively with fabrics or yarns in their natural 
states, untouched by any machine more sophisticated than the 
spinning wheel or the handloom. 
The energy and ingenuity of Hemenway’s worldwide one-
woman apparatus for collecting wools is a source of some 
amazement. She keeps up a complicated network of contacts in 
the gathering of these unusual art materials, many of them not 
The embroidery school for women that Hemenway co-founded in  
San Esteban Martir, near Guadalajara around 1970.
saw in Bolivia and gradually transformed, with ever-increasing 
degrees of poetic license, into a personal catalogue of images 
from the ancient cultures of the Americas. It was an index she 
continued to expand during a sojourn in Mexico later in the sixties. 
(In Mexico, too, she founded an embroidery school in a small village 
near Guadalajara. Young girls from the area are instructed in 
twenty-four basic stitches in an educational program Hemenway 
developed. They make patterns for pillow casings and other 
household items that ﬁnd a market in department stores and 
specialty shops in the United States. The enterprise by now has 
become largely self-sustaining.) Iconographically and stylistically 
these earlier works, with their often brilliant colors and their 
dependence on ancient hieratic 
images, bear little resemblance to 
her recent work. 
Hemenway’s attitudes, however, 
were evolving in important ways 
during the years she was involved 
with pre-Colombian imagery. Her 
response toward the sources of 
her images, for instance, became 
increasingly personal; similarly, 
there was a noticeable movement 
away from static modes of com-
position and toward her current 
practices of rhythmic counterbal-
ancing of elements. Most telling is the gradual change in her atti-
tude toward her materials. She has moved away from her initial 
rainbow array of brilliant hues toward the softer whites, blacks 
and grays, as well as the earthbound oranges, greens, tans and 
browns that characterize most of her current work. This change 
in palette followed a change in subject matter, the newer hues 
reﬂecting her renewed concern with the subtler aspects of the 
The energy and ingenuity 
of Hemenway’s worldwide 
one-woman apparatus for 
collecting wools is a source 
of some amazement. She 
keeps up a complicated 
network of contacts in the 
gathering of these unusual 
art materials, many of them 
not commercially available 
in the United States.
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commercially available in the United States. There are less than 
a half-dozen shades of Bolivian alpaca conveniently obtainable 
here, for example, but in Nancy Hemenway’s studio there are 
close to twenty. From Bolivia, too, she gets the beautiful woven 
bayeta fabrics from which she derived the copyrighted name—
Bayetage—she has applied to her complex process. But Bolivia is 
barely the beginning of Hemenway’s global sourcebook: there are 
exquisite organdies from Switzerland, handwoven Kilkenny wools 
from Ireland, velvets from France, the occasional batiks from 
Ghana or Indonesia, lamb’s wool from Guatemala, mohair from 
the Transvaal in South Africa, and heavy, lumpy karakul yarns—
the very quintessence of tactility—from a farm in the isolated 
reaches of South-West Africa. This rich assortment of fabrics and 
yarns is the armature of Hemenway’s art. In any given piece she 
is likely to use from six to a dozen varieties of stitches—some of 
which have no names in the conventional sewing manuals—and 
a dozen or more diﬀerent materials. 
Winter Weave, made in 1974, is one of the ﬁrst of the recent 
series of tapestries on nature themes. It is a large picture that 
perhaps imitates landscape painting too closely, calling to mind 
a false set of expectations, but it is a key work in the artist’s devel-
opment. It contains nine trees cropped at the tops and arrayed 
across a horizontal ﬁeld. The trunks are cut from sheets of Mex-
ican lamb’s wool or white alpaca sewn on a ground of beautiful, 
grayish Bolivian alpaca. The limbs are ﬁner and of diﬀerent tex-
ture and technique. The ﬁnest things about the piece, however, 
are the interpenetrating horizontal lines in a variety of stitch-
es (chain stitch, running stitch, and a couched yarn spun extra 
tight by the artist herself). These gently curving lines, the artist’s 
equivalent of a drifting fog in the woods, indicate something of 
the directness, the intense naivete, of Hemenway’s vision and 
attack. In later works she is more successful in aligning materials, 
techniques and feelings, but the method and the vision remain 
Quahog
1975
87” (h) x 51” (w)
Swiss organdy with lamb’s wool and alpaca needlecraft; bayetage frame.
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Surge
1975
60” (h) x 84” (w)
Bayeta with lamb’s wool, alpaca, karakul, and mohair needlecraft.
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essentially the same. (“When I look at nature now,” she says, 
“I’m always thinking, ‘How can I get that in my medium.’”) Some 
evidence of Hemenway’s progress can be judged by comparing 
Winter Weave to Mangrove, an impressive vertical hanging that 
also depicts trees. Mangrove, however, contains but three trees, 
and their interlocked diagonals are more compacted and more 
persuasive. In Mangrove, too, she 
includes an impacted and wonder-
fully textural gathering of roots in 
the lower portion of the piece, add-
ing something to the composition 
and to the metaphor, as well. 
An important aspect of recent 
Hemenway pieces is the way in 
which they can be read at a dis-
tance and close up. Surge, for 
instance, depicts an ocean wave 
as it crashes. The swirling energy 
of the various white and oﬀ-white 
yarns, played against a rich, regu-
lar grid of blacks and grays in Irish 
wool, leave no doubt about the 
subject matter of the “picture,” no 
matter what distance the viewer 
reads it from. Nonetheless, depic-
tion is not quite the precise word, 
for it is apparent that the subject 
matter is not so much the look of 
the wave as it is the wave’s energy and its interior rhythm. This 
comes across more clearly the closer one gets to the image to 
focus more intensely on the complex skeins of thread, each with 
its own palpable density and speed: the tightly spun South Afri-
can mohair, curling in foamy ringlets; the thick karakul, curving 
like the wave’s supple spine; the alpaca blacks, with their nearly 
limitless subtleties of shading; and then the thin Mexican yarns, 
which come as a gossamer surprise. It is a wave “stilled,” as in a 
photograph, but it is also a wave in perpetual motion, something 
one can trace and feel. 
In Surge Hemenway somewhat reduces the actual size from 
nature, and yet the result is an intensiﬁcation of vision and feeling. 
She uses enlargement for similar eﬀect in pieces dealing with 
smaller aspects of nature, such as rock lichen or cobwebs. Orb is 
a particularly ﬁne example. Here, intermingling wools with Swiss 
organdy, she magniﬁes observed reality the better to capture the 
feel and texture of the thing. Here, the rhythmic energy is delicate 
and subtle, and here again the eﬀect can be almost transﬁxing as 
one traces the intricate comings and goings of the separate lines. 
In larger works, such as the technical tour-de-force Dandelions, 
in which two large ﬂowers are embroidered into a ground of 
superfine, translucent organdy (and thus must be readable 
from both sides), Hemenway aims to combine in one image the 
opposite characteristics that are the systole and diastole of her 
sensibility: delicacy and strength, boldness and tact, observation 
and imagination, outright elegance and homespun craft. 
Hemenway’s work is idiosyncratic. It reﬂects the revival 
of interest in crafts and fabric arts, and yet nourished itself 
and grew at great remove from these concerns. It reflects 
perhaps a broad renewal of interest in and concern for the 
natural environment, and yet for Hemenway this was nothing 
new. What was new, for her, was the discovery of a process 
of making art that put her back in touch with her own deeper 
intuitions about nature, life, and art. In her recent tapestries the 
most important thing is this imaginative correlation between 
nature and the artist’s inner life, and it is something the viewer 
can begin to share when time is given to these rich, sensuous, 
strangely contemplative objects.
Hemenway’s work is 
idiosyncratic. It reflects 
the revival of interest in 
crafts and fabric arts, and 
yet nourished itself and 
grew at great remove from 
these concerns. It reflects 
perhaps a broad renewal of 
interest in and concern for 
the natural environment, 
and yet for Hemenway this 
was nothing new. What 
was new, for her, was the 
discovery of a process of 
making art that put her 
back in touch with her own 
deeper intuitions about 
nature, life, and art.
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nancy hemenway barton timeline
1920 Born Nancy Hemenway Whitten, June 19
1926-37 Public Schools, Foxboro, Massachusetts
1937-41 Wheaton College, Norton, Massachusetts
1941 Bachelors degree in music and art, Wheaton College,  
Norton, Massachusetts
1941 Harvard University, Graduate School of Music;
  studied composition under Walter Piston 
1942 Married Robert Durrie Barton, Washington, D.C.
1942-46 Wartime housing in Washington, D.C., North Carolina,  
California and Massachusetts
1945 Robert Bradford Barton born
1946-48 Lived in Montevideo, Uruguay
1947 William Emerson Barton born
1949-52 Lived in Rosario, Argentina
1949 Frederick Durrie Barton born
Early Watercolors, Portraits and Oils
1953-57 Lived in Madrid, Spain;
  Studied drawing with Pierre Mathieu
1956 University of Madrid, special certiﬁcate in  
Spanish language, art and literature
1957 Exhibit, children’s portraits, Casa Americana, Madrid
1957  Group exhibit, Uptown Gallery, New York City
1957-65 Lived in Bronxville, New York
1959 Group exhibit, Uptown Gallery, New York City
1960 Exhibit, Maine Art Gallery, Wiscasset, Maine (annually thru 1983)
1962 Art Student League, New York City; Studied with Thomas Fogarty,  
Robert Brackman and Joseph Hirsch
1962 Exhibit, Painting by Nancy Hemenway, Bronxville Public Library, New York
1962 Exhibit, Watercolors of Spain, Manhattan, New York
1962 Exhibit, Paintings, Sculpture Prints and Drawings by Maine Artist,  
The Academy Gallery, Wiscasset, Maine
1962 Group exhibit, Hudson Valley Art Association
1962-64 Columbia University, School of Arts and Sciences;
  Studied Spanish lyric poetry and art with John Heliker
1964 Exhibit, Wheaton College, Norton, Massachusetts
1964-65 Lived in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic
1965-66 Lived in Washington, D.C.
1965 Exhibit, Paintings, Sculpture Prints and Drawings by Maine Artist,  
The Academy Gallery, Wiscasset, Maine
1966 Columbia University, master of arts degree in Spanish lyric poetry
Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes 
1966-68 Lived in La Paz, Bolivia
1967  Portrait exhibit, Centro Boliviano Americano, La Paz, Bolivia
1968 Exhibit, National Museum of Art, La Paz, Bolivia
1968 Created illustrations for A Short History of Bolivia, by Robert D. Barton, 
published by Editorial Los Amigos del Libro, La Paz
1968-72 Lived in Guadalajara, Mexico; founded San Esteban Martir  
Embroidery School
1969-70 Exhibit, Creative Stitchery on Hand-Woven Materials from Bolivia  
by Nancy Hemenway, Pan American Union, Washington, D.C.
1970 Film, Nancy Hemenway at the Pan American Union,  
U.S. Information Agency
1970 Exhibit, Bola Gallery, Mexico City, Mexico
1970 Exhibit, Municipal Gallery, Guadalajara, Mexico
1971 Exhibit, The Art Wagon, Scottsdale, Arizona
1971 Exhibit, Woodmere Gallery of Art, Chestnut Hill, Pennsvlvania
1971 Exhibit, Maine Coast Artists, Rockport, Maine
Textures of Our Earth
1972 Returned to Washington, D.C.
1972 Exhibit, The Copley Society of Boston, Massachusetts
1972 Exhibit, The Wingspread Gallery, Northeast Harbor, Maine
1974 Catalog, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, published by  
Museum of Fine Arts/Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe
1974  Exhibit, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Marion Koogler McNay 
Art Institute, San Antonio, Texas
1974 Exhibit, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Oklahoma Science 
and Art Foundation, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma (exhibit traveled in Arts, 
Montgomery, Alabama)
1974-75 Project director, A Celebration of Change, U.S. bicentennial celebration, 
Boston, Massachusetts
1975 Lecture tour, U.S. Department of State; visited Mozambique, Namibia, 
South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe
 1975 Lecture tour, U.S. Information Agency; visited England, Germany, 
Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland
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Aqua Lapis
1977 Catalog, Textures of Our Earth: Bayetage Tapestries, by Nancy 
Hemenway, 1972—1977, published by Nimrod Press, Boston
1977-78 Exhibit, Textures of Our Earth, Walker Museum of Art, Bowdoin College, 
Brunswick, Maine; Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, Virginia;
  Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, Washington; The Textile Museum, 
Washington, D.C.
1979  Exhibit, Thirteen Tapestries by Nancy Hemenway,  
Wheaton College, Norton, Massachusetts (with Amy Gray)
1979-80 Exhibitor, First International Exhibition of Tapestries and Wall Hangings, 
Pretoria Museum, South African National Gallery, Capetown;  
King George VI Gallery, Elizabeth; Johannesburg Art Gallery, South Africa
1979 Deborah Morton Outstanding Maine Woman Award, Westbrook College, 
Portland, Maine
1979 Fellowship, National Endowment for the Arts lecture and exhibit under 
USIA auspices in Cotonou, Benin; Antananarivo, Madagascar;  
Mbabane, Swaziland; Maseru, Lesotho; and Gaborone, Botswana
1981 Resident artist, Cummington Foundation
1982 Exhibit, Berenice Abbott, Mildred Burrage, Nancy Hemenway, Dahlov 
Ipcar, Louise Nevelson, Joan Whitney Payson Gallery, Westbrook College, 
Portland, Maine
1983 Video, Salt Shadow, the Making of a Tapestry, Bonnie B. Durrance 
Productions, Rockport, Maine
1983 Honorary degree, Wheaton College, Norton, Massachusetts
1983 Exhibit, Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine
1983 Catalog, Aqua Lapis, Embroidered Wall Sculptures, 1975-1983, 
published by Textile Arts Foundation, Washington, D.C.
1983 Exhibit, Hemenway: Aqua Lapis, Art Institute of Chicago  
(exhibit traveled in 1984-88 to Edinburgh City Art Centre, Scotland;  
Farnsworth Art Museum, Rockland, Maine;  
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California)
New England Light
1984 Lived in Boothbay Harbor, Maine
1985 Moved to Birdsong, Southport Island, Maine
1985 Fellow, Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, California
1986 Exhibit, Aqua Lapis, Farnsworth Museum, Rockland, Maine and  
Huntsville Museum, Huntsville, Alabama
1987-89 Exhibit, Tipi-Waterfall, Fiber: The Americans, US. Information Agency
  exhibit to seven countries part of Frontiers in Asia
1988 Catalog, New England Light, published by Los Angeles County  
Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California
1989 Exhibit, New England Light, Los Angeles County Museum of Art,  
Los Angeles, California
Late Wall and Free-Standing Sculptures 
1990 Fellow, American Academy, Rome
1991 Exhibit, Carpenter Center, Harvard University, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts
1994 Exhibit, New England Light, DePauw University, Greencastle, Indiana
1995 Exhibit, Boothbay Region Art Foundation, Boothbay Harbor, Maine
1995  Exhibit, Thaw, Maine College of Art, Portland, Maine
1996 Moved to Washington, D.C.
1996  Exhibit, Nancy Hemenway Embroidered Textiles, Bates College  
Museum of Art, Lewiston, Maine
1997  Exhibit, Wheaton College, Norton, Massachusetts
2007 Abundance: The Poetry of Nancy Hemenway, published by  
Hemenway Foundation
2008 Died, Washington, D.C., February 23
2009 Remembrance and Song, Journals of Nancy Hemenway, published by 
Hemenway Foundation
2017 Gift of Nancy Hemenway Barton papers to Wheaton College by 
Hemenway Foundation
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Early Watercolors, 
Portraits and Oils 
Late 1950s thru 1966
I
n this expansive early stage of marriage, 
motherhood, and community building as the spouse of 
an American diplomat, Nancy Hemenway Barton felt 
the pull of her artistic calling. Surrounded by family 
and immersed in life on both sides of the Atlantic, 
Hemenway began to capture the people and places with 
her characteristic acquisitiveness.
Moving from Argentina to post-Civil and World War II Spain 
in 1953, Hemenway befriended displaced local artists, soaked 
up the deep history and culture of the country, and studied with 
leading artists Fernando Higueras and Pierre Mathieu. Her lyrical 
watercolor landscapes glowed with the warm hues of the Iberian 
Peninsula. Initial portraits of young embassy children and her 
sons’ school friends captured their sparkle. An exhibition at the 
Casa Americana celebrated this period.
“Art became again a focal point and the steadying force in my 
life,” Hemenway said. “Spain was the country where art ﬁnally 
surfaced to demand time and space.”
Returning to the U.S. to live outside New York City in 1957, 
Hemenway expanded her formal training, studying at NYC’s 
Art Student League with Thomas Fogarty, Robert Brackman 
and Joseph Hirsch. She entered early works in contests as “Bart 
Hemenway,” an alias created from Barton and her middle name, 
feeling that the art world was male dominated and that judges 
favored them in competitions. When she won a ribbon or other 
recognition, Hemenway reveled in the surprise. The Maine coastal 
scenes and abstract oils of this period are often signed “Bart 
Hemenway”—later to be followed by “Hemenway” and then at her 
fullest moment as “Nancy Hemenway.” Under a large, north-facing 
skylight in her Bronxville bedroom studio, Hemenway became a 
fuller-time artist. At all times, she felt both the pull of her calling 
1967 portrait exhibit at Centro Boliviano Americano, La Paz, Bolivia. 
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Model, Art Student League
1964
36” (h) x 26” (w)
Oil on canvas. 
Hemenway studied with Thomas Forgarty, Robert Brackman and  
Joseph Hirsh at the Art Student League, New York City.
Mimi Greenbaum
1962
36” (h) x 26” (w)
Oil on canvas.  
Commission for family friend.
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and the presence of her husband Bob and their three teenage boys. 
An early life with three younger brothers prepared her well for the 
non-stop eventfulness of having sons. On a family trip through 
Europe, part of each day was dedicated to learning about a culture, 
a visit to the Uffizi in Florence, the Louvre in Paris, the Venice 
Biennale or more obscure stops. She overcame the boys’ initial 
naive resistance with promises of afternoons of pinball machines, 
ﬁshing holes and neighborhood pools. “We are swimming where 
Picasso must have,” she would say. Most days produced another 
watercolor, pen and ink or visual memory. 
Her training as a concert pianist through Wheaton College 
and graduate study at Harvard University brought discipline, 
hard work and “sense of rhythm, motion and continuity of 
form.” Extraordinarily well-versed in art history and tradition, 
Hemenway continued to seek out the mastery of others. Early solo 
exhibitions followed at the Barbizon Gallery in New York (1961) 
and Maine’s Boothbay Playhouse.
In 60 oil portraits, Hemenway reﬁned her skills and previewed 
the next stage of her subjects’ lives. Her interest in people shone 
through the work and oﬀered an intuitive peek at their potential. 
Commissioned portraits also brought in additional family income: 
In a mimeographed note for a 25-piece March 1962 exhibition at 
the Bronxville Public Library, she listed oil portraits “from $150.” 
A greater congruence in Hemenway’s life was to be found in a 
visit to her early studios. Her personal spaces were often ﬁlled 
with music, poetry and reminders of nature. She felt the draw 
of New England everywhere. Works from this period reﬂect her 
deep attachment to Boothbay Harbor, Maine, which she described 
as a “place of birth and childhood that burns brightest in the 
expression of a creative need.”
The cycle of life started to distill and ﬁnd expression. So much 
more would unfold.
Dories
c. early 1960s
26” (h) x 36” (w)
Oil on canvas
Signed as Bart Hemenway.
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“Often I would paint for three or four hours after the children were asleep. 
One late night, I found my brush daubing colors while I came to a terrifying 
reality: I must make a choice. My impulse to give myself totally to art was so 
great that I began to shake. Then the patterns of living surfaced, and I knew 
I would never put art ﬁrst until our children were grown. No one restrained 
me. I chose to hold the two worlds together. I have lived the dizzying plunge 
of a rowboat in gigantic waves, each crest showing a patch of islands before 
dipping into the hollow again.
I shall never regret hanging onto my life raft those years. My children were  
my early tapestries and the threads of their lives were not woven quickly.  
Now is my time. It is a period of energy and joy. Each tapestry is whole.  
Of all the talents, the Bible tells us ‘the greatest of these is love.’ It is a phrase 
read at weddings and again, just this week, at the funeral of a young friend.  
I have stayed for love.
It is not fashionable to be a fulﬁlled artist concerned with love and family.  
I will never know the other paths I might have traversed, but this one seems 
full of creativity. Art demands the same patience and attention to detail 
important to family harmony and oﬀers the same excitement and absorption. 
Sometimes one hangs on because there is no other way.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
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Zoo
c. 1962
26” (h) x 36” (w)
Oil on canvas. 
Signed as Bart Hemenway.
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Sea Well
1962
36” (h) x 26” (w)
Oil on canvas.
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Untitled
1958
13.5” (h) x 19” (w)
Watercolor.
Untitled
1958
13.5” (h) x 19” (w)
Watercolor.
Portrait of Amy Whitten
c. 1962
36” (h) x 26” (w)
Watercolor.
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Fisherman’s Island 
c. early 1960s
13.5” (h) x 19” (w)
Watercolor.
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Ancient Images of 
Mexico and the Andes
1966 thru 1972
W
ith a sudden move to Bolivia 
in 1966, Hemenway entered a 
period of discovery. Separated from 
her children and waiting for the 
familiar tools of her art to arrive in 
La Paz, Hemenway was thrust into 
the rich indigenous culture of the 
Andes. The introduction to the region’s textiles and the shapes 
of native artifacts would become the start of a new art form. 
Her resourcefulness and adaptability once again emerged.
“When we arrived in La Paz, we lived in the mountains at 14,000 
feet and I had no connection with the world I’d known. There was 
not a single art store in the city at that time. I felt very lonely in 
the beginning,” Hemenway recalled. 
A short walk from their new home, Kunturi was a simple 
workshop of a dozen women making touristic pillow covers and 
decorative Indian crafts. Hemenway was attracted to the group—
the energy and dynamic relationships, the color and simplicity of 
the designs, and of course, the artistic potential. Within weeks she 
was helping to guide their work to new markets and expand their 
reach. In return, they opened up a world of handwoven textiles 
made from handspun yarns dyed brilliant colors with native 
ﬂowers. It fed Hemenway’s creativity. “That is when loneliness 
turned into a wonderful adventure,” she said.
She began to work with the local materials, initially capturing 
landscapes and mountain scenes in pasted collages. When her 
art supplies ﬁnally made it to Bolivia, she tested combinations 
of canvasses with cut-out materials, often in “fanciful shapes—
butterﬂies and ﬁsh.” As her new medium evolved, Hemenway 
would call it bayetage, combining the Spanish word for handwoven 
lambswool and collage. A young Bolivian woman, Jesus Alanis 
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Exhibit at Pan American Union Building, Washington, D.C., 1969-70.
Mendoza, joined the family and became Hemenway’s lifelong 
studio collaborator.
The indelible heritage of the pre-Colombian period captured 
Hemenway’s imagination. Steeped as she was in the Spanish 
language and culture, she reveled in the vast wealth of the 
Quechuan and Aymara art that preceded the colonial invasions—
she adopted their shapes and forms. Hemenway expanded upon 
these early pieces with the imagery of other South American 
tribes and found further inspiration in Aztec and Mayan creations 
upon moving to Mexico in 1968. Recognition took form. In 1968, 
36 pieces by Nancy Hemenway de Barton would be seen at the 
Museo Nacional de Arte in La Paz. In 1969, she would be the ﬁrst 
U.S. artist to have a solo show at the Pan American Union in 
Washington, D.C.—sponsored by Bolivia. 
Ceremonial Blade
1973
6’ (h) x 3’9” (w)
Influence of Tolima Culture, Colombia.  
Black and brown bayeta with white alpaca appliqué in white figure and varied 
shapes brown, gray and black alpaca yarn needlecraft.
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Amulet II
1972
5’ (h) x 5’10” (w)
Influence of Tolima Culture, Colombia. 
Black bayeta with patches of alpaca appliqué; 
overlay of natural shades of alpaca yarn 
needlecraft.
Pectoral II
1973
6’8” (h) x 4’ (w)
Influence of Veraguas 
Culture, Panama. 
Brown bayeta with white 
bayeta and natural 
shades of brown and 
gray alpaca with orange 
wool yarn needlecraft.
Pectoral I
1973
6’2”’ (h) x 5’ (w)
Influence of Tolima 
Culture, Colombia. 
Cream bayeta with 
Swiss organdy inlay: 
natural shades of brown 
alpaca yarn needlecraft.
Amulet I
1972
3’3” (h) x 3’7” (w)
Influence of Veraguas 
Culture, Panama. 
Gray striped alpaca  
with gold appliqué and 
gold cord; gray yarn 
needlecraft.
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With Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Hemenway began 
her move into the world of solo museum exhibitions. The collection 
of 27 large-scale works would be featured in Oklahoma City, San 
Antonio, Santa Fe and Montgomery museums. The works reﬂected 
the stylistic inﬂuences of ancient cultures in a current idiom.
A review of her work during this period shows the dramatic 
evolution over just a few years. From simple designs and materials, 
Hemenway moved into reﬁned embroidery and shaded stitchery, 
adding bold freehand line and color with hints of whimsy. Works 
such as Bean Runners of Peru’s Mochica civilization and Eagle Keru 
from a Bolivian cup took on the artist’s kinetic motion, reaching 
beyond two-dimensional norms with globally sourced fabrics. 
Amulet and Ceremonial Blade, precursors to later works, did not 
arrive fully formed. They harbored thoughts on multiple layers 
and tested ideas often grounded on essential forms. Series sprung 
forth, oﬀering drafts, compositions and multiple versions, all 
showing the promise of reﬁnement.
Working with Mexican artisans, Hemenway designed collections 
of plates and pottery, rugs and small hangings, and founded an 
embroidery school for young girls in San Esteban Martir, near to 
Guadalajara. Boundless drive and inspiration converged.
Nancy Hemenway Barton was no longer in a box or frame. 
She was, by her own account, “saturated with rich textile 
experiences”—and felt the promise of shapes and forms to come.
Machu Picchu
1968
36” (h) x 26” (w)
Oil and bayeta textile.
“People ask me what I call my art form. 
Because it is not crewel work or needle point, 
I invented the word Bayetage. It combines the 
words bayeta, meaning hand woven in Spanish, and collage. 
Many of my early works use wool pasted on top 
of other wool as a collage medium.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton, Texture of Our Earth catalogue
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Blade II
1973
9’8” (h) x 4’ (w)
Influence of Tolima Culture, Colombia. 
Black and brown alpaca in square with alpaca appliqué in white figure
and varied shapes;white alpaca yarn needlecraft.
“It was at Kunturi that I first saw a narrow shelf 
full of the handspun and handwoven woolens 
brought down in large bundles from the altiplano. 
The country folk called their wool weaving bayeta 
and jerga; one a loose straight weave and the 
other done in patterns they called ojo de perdiz 
(eye of the partridge) and hound’s-tooth and 
various other intricate designs. This yardage 
they sold for garments, but at Kunturi some of 
the bright shades were cut and made into pillows 
with embroidered patterns. These handsome 
fabrics in all the shades of the Andean wild 
flowers and the subtle colors of the alpaca and 
sheep became my new palette. While I helped 
the girls design new motifs and learn fresh 
embroidery stitches, I kept a sharp eye on the 
piles of wool fabrics that came and went from the 
workshop, choosing a variety of beautiful lengths 
to try my hand at tapestry making.” 
—Nancy Hemenway Barton, Aqua Lapis catalogue
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Bean Runner
1971
42” (h) x 43.5” (w)
Influence of Mochica culture, Peru. 
Brown striped alpaca with dark brown bayeta appliquéd; white alpaca yarn needle craft.
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Textures of Our Earth
1972 thru 1977
T
he return to the united states in 
1972 produced an outpouring of creativity. 
Hemenway’s discovery of her new art process 
now converged with her lifelong love aﬀair with 
Maine, and the ensuing work reﬂected her ease 
with nature—the surroundings beckoned and 
brought forth the warmth and expressions of 
fulﬁllment. Her growing family was nearby, and grandchildren 
oﬀered a whole new source of joy.
“Confronted by a wealth of 
creative sources in woodlands 
and sea,” wrote Bowdoin College 
Museum of Art curator Russell 
J. Moore, Hemenway took “an 
intimate look at the world [...] as 
no microscope can, and enables 
one to share with her its beauty.” 
He further described “the luxu-
riant array of natural materials 
available to the textile artist” and 
Hemenway’s “preciseness and 
dedication” as a painter.
Hemenway said, “I saw nature with a new sense of belonging.” 
Hers was a close observation of Lincoln County’s dramatic beauty. 
Much as she had taken an “inch eye view” in earlier oil abstracts, 
Hemenway now embraced the smaller details. The work of this 
period is both realistic and deeply abstract. Nothing appears 
fully conceived—rather, it grows. Even the still lifes possess her 
characteristic motion and rhythm. 
Textile Museum, Washington, D.C., 1978.
The colors are tempered, natural earth tones, and the textures 
jump out with a three-dimensional dynamism. In a later review, 
Ken Greenleaf wrote: “The lines made by her embroidered 
yarns sail over the rest of the fabric the way that melody lines 
in music swing back and forth over a rhythmic chord texture. 
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Salt Veil
1977
9’11” (h) x 6’4.5” (w)
Wool and synthetic fibers, plain weave; alpaca, twill weave; cotton, plain 
weave; cotton attached in buttonhole stitch to background and outlined 
with alpaca yarn; surface embroidered in lamb’s wool, alpaca and mohair in 
loose, regular and open buttonhole stitches; hidden couching; appliqués, 
folded and tucked.
Each little line has its presence; it’s a separate actor, but wraps itself 
into a whole. The techniques are complicated and usually hidden 
[… which] implies a level of experience in these matters that most 
people wouldn’t even know existed.”
In her poem “Goldenrod,” Hemenway writes: “How easy to 
take / Near beauty lightly.” To capture the subtlety, delicacy and 
intricacy of nature, Hemenway introduced translucent fabric 
embroidered on both sides, creating a “ﬂoating quality that no 
other art form can match.” She found that “light, a transparent 
medium, is another dimension of bayetage.” 
Hemenway was seized by the potential of her craft. Each day 
became packed with time in her studios, drawings, reworking of 
concepts and the application of emerging techniques. She sourced 
materials from Namibia, Ireland and Indonesia. Often, Hemenway 
wrote poetry first to capture the lyrical qualities she sought. 
The works took on a greater scale and their production consumed 
weeks at a time.
With the Bowdoin College Museum of Art, Richmond’s Virginia 
Museum of Fine Arts, the Seattle Art Museum and the Washington, 
D.C.’s Textile Museum, Hemenway mounted her first multi-
museum, catalogued exhibition, Textures of Our Earth. The 32 
pieces are all the result of this remarkably proliﬁc time, and toured 
the country from 1977 to 1978. 
Once again, Hemenway was on the move. Restlessness and 
curiosity began to push and pull her to another genesis. In Stone 
Stone, Hemenway’s fanciful use of karakul and the folding of loom 
layers on top of each other jump out at the viewer—the froth of 
crashing water receding from the shore an element in the essential 
dynamism of the event.
“Much of my world is tender and loving,” Hemenway said. 
“Some of it needs strength. In my hangings I think these 
contrasting elements are present. Each work brings to you a 
segment of my life.”
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Mangrove
1976
114” (h) x 61” (w)
Mohair lox with alpaca appliqué and lamb’s wool, 
alpaca, mohiar and karakul needlecraft.
Salt Forest
1973
96” (h) x 57” (w)
Alpaca with lamb’s wool and alpaca appliqué and needlecraft.
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Dandelion
1976
102” (h) x 52” (w)
Swiss organdy with lamb’s wool, alpaca and 
mohair needlecraft; bayeta frame.  
Exhibited in the artist’s Washington, D.C., home.
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Stone Stone
1975
57” (h) x 91” (w)
Bayeta with bayeta appliqué and lamb’s wool 
and alpaca needlecraft.
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Rock Lichen
1975
68” (h) x 50” (w)
The fabric’s of lamb’s wool, twill weave; surface embroidery in lamb’s wool, 
mohair and karakul in stem, satin, chain, running and closed buttonhole 
stitches; hidden couching; folded and pieces; fringed; backed with cotton, 
plain weave, with double warps in stripes; signed.
Rock Lichen
 Unlikely bouquet
who would have thought
so insigniﬁcant a plant
 would span the continent?
 Strong enough to crack
a rock with its own chemistry,
working dark threads into the bark
 for an eternity.
 It blossoms black
in Antarctica, to catch hesitant
glances of the sun, white where
 warmth is commonplace.
 Almost no wooded space
is complete without
 this lacy fanning genus.
 In perfect symbiosis, these
two friends, algae and fungi, over
rocks and trees depend indefinitely
 upon each other.
 Only their congenial harmony
has brought the earth
 its verdant cover.
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
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Aqua Lapis
1975 thru 1983
N
ancy hemenway was primed to break 
the constraints of training. As she prepared 
for her most prestigious museum tour, 
Hemenway’s art took on a monumental, 
free-form quality. No longer restricted 
by painting’s conventions, she developed 
“embroidered wall sculptures.” 
Her craft was honed. As she worked with the Art Institute of 
Chicago’s legendary textile curator Christa C Mayer, who curated 
the Aqua Lapis exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago, spoke 
of Hemenway’s core dedication: “Nothing is ever taken for 
granted. Sometimes it takes her weeks to ﬁnd the right ﬂow for 
her compositions, a rhythm that must come and go with ease 
and ﬂuidity [ ...] And then there are attributes such as conviction, 
discipline, hard work, perseverance, and the strong belief that ‘art 
is skill’ that inﬂuences every minute of her creative days.”
Series of work quickly emerged, exploring and reﬁning ideas 
around a central theme. “I am learning to express only a small 
portion of what I behold. So much must be eliminated and only a 
fragment, expressed in essence, can reach my ﬁnished tapestry. 
The process of distillation reminds me of spring sugaring oﬀ in 
Vermont,” Hemenway wrote. “I tap my tree of imagination and 
the sweet liquid ﬁlls my waiting pail, but it must be boiled down 
over and over again before the idea crystallizes.” 
Of the 25 pieces in the Art Institute’s 1983-84 exhibition, more 
than half reveal a further evolution or simpliﬁcation of her origi-
nal inspiration. The series, Surge I and II, Elements I and II, Aqua 
Lapis III, VI and VIII, Wave Length I, II and III, Conﬂuence I and 
II, and Flow of Inner Seeing–Part I and II distilled Hemenway’s 
intimate and personal interpretation of nature’s magniﬁcence 
and cascade forth. 
Innovative techniques combined with customized materials 
from the world over expanded Hemenway’s artistry in startling 
ways. Thurman described Hemenway’s “personal adaptations” 
of time-honored practices such as “hidden couching.” She said, 
“The yarn is simply caught from the underside, so that it does not 
ﬂatten the yarn and does not interfere with the ﬂuidity of line. 
The satin stitch she uses gives a feeling of lightness in an other-
wise dense area.” Hemenway’s technique also included “uneven 
spinning. An overspun yarn will spring back upon itself. It will 
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Aqua Lapis at Art Institute of Chicago
(Left to right) Flow of Inner Seeing, Basalt, Aqua Lapis VI ,Wave Length I, Confluence I; (on table) Rockbloom 
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Aqua Lapis at the Edinburgh City Art Centre
(Left to right) Surge II, Salt Veil, Rock Shelf, Wavelength, Roserock, Confluence I
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Edinburgh City Art Centre
(Upper left wall) Rock bloom; (foreground large hanging) Salt Shadow; 
(three hanging) Variations a-b-c; (free standing) Variations on a Sea; 
(between Variations a-b-c and Freestanding) Basalt; (large wall right)  
Flow of Inner Seeing
form a pattern on its own the moment it is released of its inher-
ent tension. It is that moment that Nancy Hemenway captures. 
These couched yarns interconnect, outline, and embellish in most 
ingenious ways.”
With her dramatic expressions taking on museum size, 
Hemenway’s studios also grew. From the quaint one-room 
rental cottage on Mouse Island, she found and remodeled 
“The Loft”—a spacious, clean and light-ﬁlled Juniper Point studio. 
In combination with her “Winterhouse” outside of Washington, 
D.C., Hemenway felt “free of all and any restrictions.” 
Variations  
on a Sea
1981
69.5” (h) x 28”(w)  
(each panel)
Three panels, double sided, 
cotton, plain weave with 
appliquéd cotton, plaine 
weave; attached with 
buttonhole stictch to 
background; framed in lab’s 
wool, twill weave; signed/
Panel A: appliquéd cotton, 
plaine weave, in parts 
outlined with alpaca yarn.
Panel B: surface 
embriodered in alpaca, 
mohair, lamb’s wool and 
cotton in stain, stem, looped, 
open buttonhole and chain 
stiches; hidden couching 
from both sides.
Panel C (not pictured): 
surface embriodered in 
alpaca, mohair and lamb’s 
wool in satin, stem, running 
and looped stitches; hidden 
couching.
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Salt Shadow
1983
22’6” (h) x 18’4” (w)
Range of alpacas, mohair, karakul  
and lamb’s wool are represented  
from the middle to lightest hues. 
Commissioned by Portland Museum of Art 
for their new entrance hall, 1983.
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the making of salt shadow
“As SALT SHADOW progresses, I am building a tapestry to carry the eye 
up, contain itself within its space, and soften as it moves skyward. Every 
stitch is laid loosely to accommodate the open warp and not restrain the 
weft. I have learned to set horizontal needlesful to create a vertical pattern, 
slanting the stitches so as not to pull when the tapestry is hung. It is 
loom embroidery off the loom, without the advantage of the tension the 
loom would have created. But it is also much more because I can add and 
subtract yarns, often using four or more strands, most of them handspun 
and all of them in natural colors. The whole range of alpacas, mohair, karakul 
and lamb’s wool are represented from the middle to lightest hues. I have 
been gathering for more than ten years’ wools that are melting into this 
enormous tapestry like mist.
I am unsparing in my use of the most beautiful natural fibers. If every 
inch is of the best quality and worked as though each needleful matters, 
the variety and generosity of yarns will add artistic dimension.
I have taken large pieces of architectural paper and drawn a rectangle 
21.4 inches high and 18.6 inches wide. Within these clean areas I have 
drawn ideas for the tapestry searching the right design. Finally, where 
the motion and sweep suit me, the open areas for the eye to go beyond 
seem exactly right and I see that there is strength and motion. I am ready 
to proceed. I have never made an exact scale working drawing before, 
but the size of SALT SHADOW—the manageability is an overwhelming 
consideration.
On my tables extended to 17 feet just 18 inches at one end or in the 
middle, must be folded to give the full (width) my drawing, one inch to one 
foot, can tell me exactly where I am. As I progress I tie orange markers at 
five foot intervals, five, ten, fifteen feet up the tapestry, and five strands 
across in a row. Otherwise I would be as lost as a traveler clinging to an ice 
floe. The tapestry is rolled onto a tube of cardboard wrapped in sheets. 
I have started at the bottom laying in the design, finishing some of it, 
leaving some areas stitched lightly so that can return and complete them. 
The first three feet are the largest. Two weeks are lost experimenting with 
sweeping overlays that pucker and pull as I lift them 12 feet up onto a line 
stretching from my balcony to the corner of my studio. Pins holding threads 
snap out and fall like rain. I begin again after long consideration.
As I eat my hot cereal, brush my teeth, walk through the woods from 
studio to cottage, I am always thinking “tapestry”. For six weeks, I had 
no doubting Thomases at my heels and thought only about the ways to 
scale the pinnacle before me. There were many choices and, as I work, 
new discoveries.
I believe this will be the only translucent tapestry of this dimension in 
existence. It is my Brooklyn Bridge, and I hope half as exquisitely fashioned. 
The features that Henry Cobb wishes for is the greatest drawback; an 
airy sculpture of textile suspended in the Great Hall is more my choice. 
The final foil of organdy cascading down either side will soften and enrich 
the whole design and by looping the organdy over the pole there is no 
weight of consequence upon the tapestry itself.”
—From Nancy Hemenway Barton’s journals
Hemenway (right) with Amy Gray, Wheaton intern, experimenting with 
draped organdy as part of Salt Shadow. Bonnie Durrance’s artful video 
captures the enormity of the challenge Hemenway faced in creating 
this very large embroidered hanging.
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Flow of Inner Seeing, Part II
1981
94.5” (h) x 306” (w)
Seven and one-half panels of lamb’s wool, linen and mohair, plain weave; 
appliquéd in lamb’s wool and alpaca in a variety of weaves; surface 
embriodered in alpaca, mohair, lamb’s wool and karakul in regular and 
modified satin, open and closed buttonhole, stem and chain stitches; 
hidden couching; appliquéd, joined, folded, molded and tucked; fringe in 
portions; backed in wool, plain weave; signed.
As feminism advanced in the United States, Hemenway spoke to 
her husband. A proﬁle in the Washington Post described the request—
maybe even a demand: “You’ve chosen the ﬁrst 30 years; I’d like to 
choose the next.” Bob retired and became her main support, building 
sculptural armatures for her projects and oﬀering the enthusiastic 
backing and love that was integral to their 65 year marriage. 
Through a series of international lecture tours, Hemenway 
would extend art as her passport. She began identifying women 
fabric artists and established the Textile Arts Foundation to 
support their reach. While reluctant to part with her own works, 
she enjoyed their acceptance at a range of museums and in private 
collections, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. 
Other recognitions during this period include the Deborah Morton 
Award as an Outstanding Woman of Maine in 1979 and an honorary 
degree from Wheaton College in 1983.
Hemenway’s artmaking was unbound as she prepared for anoth-
er major museum exhibition—this time on two continents.
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Aqua Lapis VIII
1980
91” (h) x 113” (w)
Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.  
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Roserock
1982
78” (h) x 156” (w)
Alpaca, plain weave; lamb’s wool, plain weave with overlay of 
combed alpaca, plain weave; surface embroidered in alpaca, 
mohair, lamb’s wool and karakul in satin, stem, running and 
open buttonhole stitches; hidden couching; folded, molded 
and tucked; backed with wool, plain weave; signed.
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“Two specific manners of dealing with these two subjects (water and stone) emerge. Particularly for stone 
I favor a molding of wools, creating deep fissures in the wools by rounded surfaces one against the other, 
in a random design that has a strong sense of rhythm. Rockbloom, Roserock [see details above], and Strata 
are good examples and also have a sense of three dimensional sculptures.” 
—Nancy Hemenway Barton, Aqua Lapis catalogue
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Talus
1981
102” (h) x 87” (w)
Six fabrics, five of alpaca, four in plain weave, 
one in twill and one in lamb’s wool, plain weave; 
surface emriodered in alpaca, mohair and 
lamb’s wool in open and closed satin and open 
buttonhole stitches; hidden couching; joined, 
inserted, folded, and tucked; fringed; lined in 
wool, plain weave; signed.
“Tapestry making is a miracle 
of art because it has limitless 
dimensions. Now after many 
years as a painter, always 
handling color at the end of 
a long brush or palette knife, 
working against a flat surface,  
I know I can never return to those 
restrictions. There is a sense 
of communion with my medium 
in fiber, a chance to touch and 
mold and create a sweeping 
movement that is much more my 
personality. [...] Contemporary 
artists are struggling to escape 
the bondage I left so many  
years ago.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
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Moment of Impact
1980
5’3” (h) x 4’5” (w)
Brown and white alpaca,  
with karakul embroidery.
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Basalt
1980
93” (h) x 61” (w) 
Lamb’s wool, plain weave; surface embroidered in 
alpaca lamb’s wool and karakul in stem, satin, 
chain and running stitches; hidden couching; 
folded; backed in wool, plain weave; signed.
“The changes in my style and 
understanding of my medium are 
dramatic. Each new period from 
the pictorial pre-Colombian to the 
undulating Aqua Lapis is only a span 
of fifteen years. What is vitally 
important is the strong, thorough 
base of my artistic training. I have 
not simply bought myself a loom or 
some needles and yarn and started 
to experiment. Twenty years as an 
artist, painting and drawing,  
lie before my adventure in textiles.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
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Confluence II
1982
76” (h) x 110” (w)
Lamb’s wool, plain weave with overlay of cotton, plain weave; 
surface embroidered in alpaca, mohair, lamb’s wool and karakul 
in satin, chain, stem, running and buttonhole stitches; cotton 
sections in part outlined; hidden couching; appliquéd and folded; 
backed with wool, plain weave; signed.
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method and materials
“My studio here in Maine was finally finished this last summer. All the red 
beams and the dark wood have come out or been painted over so that I 
have a large airy space just perfect as a background for my work. As we are 
right on the sea and have almost three feet of snow—a record I believe, 
everything inside and out is gleaming white. It makes the wool and the work 
all seem bright and cheerful. It is like eating chocolates—I start with an 
idea and eat my way right through to the last bite. Each new idea as you 
well know takes more time than the one before as I am always trying to do 
better—or be more original.
— Nancy Hemenway Barton in letter to Anna, January 25, 1987
“We have been in Maine for our first full winter. It has been marvelous for 
work and a feast for visual regeneration. Looking out the long windows of 
my studio to the sea and beyond to the island I am filled with ideas and 
eagerness, but best of all with a sense of motion and depth of feeling 
that I hope will be reflected in my work. In snow the hardy straight spruce 
trees suddenly become fragile ladies in lace and the sea on the coldest 
days reflects a trenchant blue. I wish you could come visit me. Is that even 
a remote possibility?”
— Nancy Hemenway Barton in letter to Anna, June 27, 1985
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Hemenway in her Birdsong studio, Southport, Maine, working on Thaw. A 46-foot long piece, Thaw required that she keep much of the work rolled up 
as she embroidered.
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New England Light
1983 thru 1988
W
ith her career in full fruition, 
Hemenway came back to Maine 
in 1984. A period of construction 
delay for her planned exhibition at 
the Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art resulted in yet another series of 
works, New England Light, where 
bold new shapes, vivid color and the appearance of human forms 
joined her “endless source of inspiration,” nature.
“Several of the wall sculptures function as vortices around a 
single central negative space, denying the wall’s traditional role 
as a mere two-dimensional support,” curator Edward Maeder 
wrote in his 1988 catalogue note. Of Chinese Puzzle I and II, he 
described “a contemplative quality in their concentricity.” In his 
conclusion he says, “Nancy Hemenway reaches beyond the known 
to search in evanescent atmosphere and changing season her own 
interpretation of north country.”
Through her reintroduction of figures in natural settings, 
Hemenway recognized the interplay of humanity with the world 
and its contributions. These are often bolts of movement, piercing 
the water as in Bending Blue. There is a hint of Hemenway’s 
complexity, seen often in her poetry. “None of my work is conceived 
in anguish or anger. None is inspired by tumult. My momentum is 
exuberance and the stimulation of the requisite detail of the world 
around me. It is an inner but also a serene belief.”
Many of the photographs and videos of Hemenway’s work 
were taken outside of her new year-round home and spacious 
studio in Southport, Birdsong—some, in the bright winter’s sun, 
surrounded by snowbanks. Others hung on the exterior walls of 
her barn-like workspace. She wanted to capture the brilliant hues 
of New England. Larger pieces demanded space, and Hemenway 
adopted the expansive areas of Birdsong, its ocean-front environs 
and brilliant sky.
For an international exhibition in China, Hemenway found 
inspiration in the Native American tipi. In three Tipis, she 
replaced buffalo skin with wool and painted Indian motifs 
in pictographs with embroidered design inspired by nature. 
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Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1988
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Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1988
(Left to right) Night Presence; (center wall) Lume II; (far wall) Point of Peril, 
Rollick, (near wall) Roserock, Meeting Place I, and Bending Blue. 
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Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1988
(Left to right) IOU, fragment of Bending Blue.
She found this “sculptural material as satisfying as bronze or 
pink marble.” With poplar poles and sea-formed and water-
washed stones from coastal Maine, Hemenway’s contemporary 
wool expression captured America’s heritage in a “rejoicing […] 
sharing of the moods of nature and their exaltation all within 
the twentieth-century art mode.” Tipi Cloud and Tipi Blizzard, 
both almost nine feet tall, greeted the public as they enter the Los 
Angeles museum, bringing all back to a time when its residents 
lived at peace with the Earth.
Hemenway reﬂected: “Perhaps I was too inﬂuenced to work 
large and bold by the very jazz music attitude of Los Angeles. Now 
eight months later, I am inclined to favor the subtler works and 
limited colors.” She described the memory as “scratched in the 
bark of my being like a slice off 
an aging tree. I shall not forget, or 
revel in the memory. It happened.”
Playing on a larger stage provid-
ed “no revelry or resonance” for 
Hemenway, who wanted to spend 
her time on producing art. She took 
guidance from a Swiss artist Lissy 
Funk, who she introduced to the 
Art Institute of Chicago. Observing, 
Hemenway wrote: “All of this leads me to consider where I want to 
move—which side of my life and brain awaits […] the Lissy Funk 
show changes all that, for I see her commitment of everything, her 
life, her resources, her breath, are all for art.”
“Nancy Hemenway reaches 
beyond the known to  
search in evanescent 
atmosphere and  
changing season her  
own interpretation of  
north country.”
—Edward Maeder
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Lume II 
1985
96” (h) x 180” (w)
Gray and white wool with orange band. Shown on 
her Birdsong studio in Southport, Maine. 
Hemenway photographed her works outdoors to 
show the vibrancy of New England light.
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“Modern viewers are no longer looking for primroses and trampled 
forget-me-knots beneath the feet of the unicorn. They are already 
educated to the acceptance of form without explicit detail. A sense of 
rhythm, an elegance of line and discretion with color have an almost 
universal voice. Art can be both ‘avant garde’ and beautiful. That is what 
I seek. Not the ‘avant garde’ per se, but the ‘avant sense’ that allows one 
a limitless vantage point with all of art history as the rugged promontory 
where I can stand to view the world. If I am moved, if I have honed and 
considered what stirs me to a creative thought, then I will engage others 
in the harmony and beauty of a developed artistic idea. 
The embroidered wall sculptures have an advantage because the yards 
of wool and silk have a sensuous tactile immediacy. The embroidery is 
strong and questing as it ripples and convolutes across the ﬁber. I think 
of it as painting with needle and thread used as both brush strokes, with 
the worlds of painting and sculpture blended.” 
—Nancy Hemenway Barton, 1990
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Night Presence
1984
12’2” (h) x 6’ 4” (w)
Lamb’s wool (possible alpaca); karakul yarn.
Night Presence, detail
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Cramoisey I
1983
46” (h) x 45” (w)
Gray wool with red and blue embroidery.
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Chinese Puzzle
1986
11’ (h) x 6’6” (w)
Alpaca with areas of bright blue, black, red and orange embroidery. 
Photo is of her Loft studio, with Point of Peril in progress shown 
on the worktable.
“Often in Hemenway’s work an unusual 
color makes a brief appearance, perhaps 
the result of a small group of flowers 
she observed growing in the crevice of 
a rock. For the most part, however, her 
palette reflects the neutral tones of the 
earth and almost always features black. 
Black is present in her recent series, New 
England Light, but, in a notable departure 
for Hemenway, so is strong color. In 
Bending Blue and Blazer, blue, red, and 
green yarns against a white background 
dramatically capture the brilliance of a 
sunny winter day. While at work on this 
series, Hemenway also became interested 
in what she describes as Chinese shapes, 
unrelated to anything specific in nature.  
In Chinese Puzzle II, she used vibrant 
colors in limited areas to embroider 
abstract images.”
—Kathleen McCann, Fiber Arts, 1992
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Spring Gest
1987
6’6” (h) x 7’ (w)
Circular form with 
central aperture, in 
black wool, white 
combed alpaca and 
gray bayeta. 
Embroidered, folded 
and curled around 
central opening in 
bright colors: purple 
red, yellow, blues,  
greens and taffy.
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Point of Peril
1986
96” (h) x 86” (w)
White and gray alpaca background  
with embroidery accents.  
Hemenway constructed armatures to 
support her sculptured works.  
Shown at her Birdsong studio  
in Southport, Maine.
 “Point of Peril is a  
personal expression— 
a physical state of  
being—a reference to  
my own metamorphosis  
from adolescent to  
mother, and now  
Triad is the fruit  
of that adventure.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
Ahead of Her Time: The Life and Work of Nancy Hemenway Barton64
Bending Blue
1987
9’4” (h) x 8’ 8” (w)
Red embroidered figure and  
blue and black on white alpaca.
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Meeting Place I
1985
101” (h) x 116” (w)
White and brown alpaca, with embroidery 
in blue, gray with white karakul. 
Rollick (center) and partial view of 
Meeting Place II (left) on the wall in her 
Birdsong studio in Southport, Maine.
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Meeting Place II
1986
6’8” (h) x 12’8” (w)
White embroidery on brown and black check, also black wool with green embroidery. 
Hemenway’s husband, Bob Barton, shown at right of work.
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Late Wall and Free- 
Standing Sculptures
1988 thru 1997
N
ancy hemenway’s life began to turn. 
The reﬁnement of the great themes con-
tinued, finding expression in monumen-
tal, free-standing and original conceptions. 
Major shows ended, though smaller retro-
spectives and commissions followed. As she 
began a long goodbye, Hemenway revealed 
some ﬁnal, never exhibited pieces, marked by a boldness of mate-
rial and spare design. In her ﬁnal decade of work, Hemenway’s 
great spirit encountered a steady loss of memory, belaboring and 
nearly thwarting her new attempts at art making.
The passion burned. Her work required long-term planning 
and persistence to execute; “I am beginning to conceive it as a 
ﬁve-year project, the ﬁrst part the design of the weaving ‘the loom 
layer’—in cotton and mohair—done by Coral Stevens in the widest 
possible lengths. It may mean a trip to Swaziland—that is entirely 
possible—but I think she is the best—I know. I pray she is still 
working.” She also wrote that “Art demands, like any skill, the 
need for total dedication. It is not a ﬂower painting for a cottage 
wall I seek, but the deep surging well, full of fresh ideas, that will 
challenge me and force me to capture the essence of the living.” 
Unstinting commitment in her studio continued. 
Large commissions for major collectors consumed her. In 
December of 1988, Hemenway created a series of ink drawings 
of oyster harvesters, their slender long white poles pushed apart 
to gather up their bounty. She 
was entranced by the Chesa-
peake Bay, which she called “an 
extraordinary waterway—a 
whole sea surrounded by trib-
utaries, low marsh lands and 
geese […] the strength of it all in 
its size and color—its massive-
ness—the water churning and 
spewing in the fall winds.” These 
drawings became the working 
model for a tapestry. She said, 
“The Tongers must be a curving 
motion within a static rectangle. 
It is [benefactor] Dottie’s wish to 
have it traditional tapestry shape 
and so I must think texture, tex-
ture, texture—to hold the quiet 
areas together. I don’t want it to 
be a picture—of a person—on 
the Chesapeake—that is what 
the free shape can avoid. The power of the curve against the wall 
is stronger than the ﬂat rectilinear tradition.” Even as a mature, 
well-recognized artist, Hemenway had to consider the wishes and 
circumstances of her patrons while remaining true to her vision. 
Sketch for The Tongers.
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The Tongers
1989
55” (h) x 98” (w)
Gray alpaca, light brown hand woven wool,  
woven alpaca, white mohair, wool embroidery. 
Work was completed and delivered to Dottie 
Kidder’s “Little Treasure” home in Maryland.
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Blazer
1991/1993 
9’4” (h) x 8’8” (w)
Red embroidered figure 
with blue and black on 
white lamb’s wool.
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Special Event
1990
112” (h) x 71” (w)
Red wool and gray mixed wool with  
blue, green, white, gray, orange embroidery.
In many ways, the Tongers marks a signiﬁcant convergence. The 
overlapping layers of wool and the treatment of water breaking 
is reminiscent of the Aqua Lapis period. The vivid use of color 
was reintroduced in New England Lights. The reemergence of 
a dominant ﬁgure in the composition, taken up later in Blazer 
and Special Event, and in a variant form in the Bell Tower, is 
transitional. 
In January of 1990, Hemenway and her husband traveled to 
Costa Rica, birding in remote and unspoiled jungle areas. By 
February, she was in 
Rome as a visiting 
artist at the American 
Academy. The juxta-
position of these plac-
es—one of the natural 
world in all its splen-
dor and the other as 
“man-made instead of 
heaven sent” is “mys-
terious” to Hemen-
way. She says the core 
of her being, “the cen-
ter self, is nature.” She 
demands that her art 
come from within, but 
then clariﬁes that “of 
course, ‘within’ means only internal interpretation because the 
‘without,’ the center self, is nature.” Bell Tower is her response. 
Inspired by Giotto’s 1334 Campanile, a bell tower rising 280’ 
high and decorated with bas-reliefs, Hemenway said, “I am awed 
to read in a nineteeth-century art history book that the bell tower 
was the greatest single art achievement of its time, compared 
to the Sistine chapel.” The bas-reliefs and their distillation of 
Watercolor of the American Academy in Rome. 
Hemenway was a visiting artist in 1990. This is one 
page in a multiple-fold Japanese watercolor book that 
captures her Rome experience. Hemenway produced 
dozens more on other journeys.
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Tipi Waterfall
1992
8’8” (h) x 6’4” (w)
Karakul, mohair embroidery on hand woven wool and alpaca.  
Wood poles and smooth stones at base.  
Copy of original sent to China and damaged during Tienanmen Square riots. 
“These three tipis are the first  
of my ‘off the wall’ sculptures.  
They represent my conscious desire 
to move away from a sense of 
containment, and a ‘bas-relief’  
effect that the wall sculptures convey. 
I want true sculpture, free of the 
rigidity of flat surfaces. I wish to make 
my sculptures three dimensional, as it 
should be, and yet do it in such a  
way that each work has texture  
and elegance and is also portable.
I remember that the American Indian 
was peripatetic. [...] I have chosen 
to make each tipi a manifestation 
of nature. Where the Indian chose a 
shopping list of identifiable objects to 
adorn his tent—bison, deer, fish— 
I have taken instead nature  
at its grandest; waterfall, blizzard  
and clouds.”
—Nancy Hemeway Barton
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Mountain Stream
1995
3’10” (h) x 10.5’ (w)
Blue, white, gray embroidery on orange wool.
fourteenth-century living “astonish” Hemenway with “the clear 
message it brings to us in this century.” 
Her journal chronicles the evolution of her artistic vision and 
provides insight into the ruminations that preceded all her great 
works. She was highly conceptual in seeking to capture the essence 
of what she saw, and created numerous sketches and line drawings 
of the bas-reliefs to reﬁne her sense of the motion and inner 
meaning. She said, “As the borrower of a great art work, I declare 
shamelessly that I was stupeﬁed by the energy and strength of 
every scene. I have not tried to reproduce it, intact and exact, but 
rather share with you the continuity of our living. Here repeated 
by an artisan of Maine is a story retold.” She was struck by the 
fact that the ﬁgures depicted “could so easily be twentieth-century 
ﬁgures—farmers, ﬁshermen, artists, and weavers, to name a few.”
By the end of 1991, her Bell Tower is complete, an impressive 
structure of three stories and a roof. The yarns embroidered 
onto natural fabrics come from places as disparate as Swaziland, 
Bolivia and New Zealand. This powerful creation holds its own in 
an outdoor setting, and although totally unprecedented in her work 
as a free-standing sculpture, is nevertheless clearly representative. 
She said “It is an expression of wonder on my part that has no 
relation to former work or perhaps to later adventures, except to 
portray some of the basic adventures of life that seem timeless.” 
Bell Tower is never formally exhibited, but is captured well in a 
video taken in Southport, Maine, and narrated by Hemenway. 
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Thaw
1994
6’ (h) x 45’6” (w)
Wool on a cotton 
warp fabric from 
Swaziland with 
mohair embroidery.
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She recognized as she turned 70 that she, her husband, and 
the world around her were all changing. Some of these changes 
were difficult, and the ﬂeeting nature of human life was far more 
obvious. Her mother, who was the great inspiration of her being, 
passed away when Hemenway was 60. She became increasingly 
familiar with the sense of loss and less optimistic about ﬁnding 
the “ease and comfort” that charac-
terized her earlier periods. There was 
now more loneliness, less certainty that 
all would work out, and the constant 
reminder from her own physical and 
emotional challenges. 
Hemenway’s imagination and her 
communion with nature still served as 
a warming spark. She said, “When you 
reach near the age of 70 and watch the 
world begin or increase to move away—
it is a detachment we do not seek but 
must accept—and so I detach myself 
too—from my own needs and wishes. I can pour into my art the 
inspiration and celebration I still feel in the gift of life.” 
“Although my heart still dances and my bones are nimble, 
I must dance alone—for people my age are past that joy unless 
they have a secret place to twirl. That is my imagination, and from 
that my art. I have the simple fantasy of a world that I can compose 
and color, and then color again in shape and shade. It can be real 
as a glass bottle on a sunny window ledge—sparking its own color 
and shape, or it can be as imaginative as a cloud blown moon.
“I deny nothing, and everything ﬁnds its place. This is the ﬂow 
of Outer Seeing—more bright with color, stronger in contrasts and 
sparkling with shapes.” 
She drew strength from continuing to work on a large tapestry, 
Mountain Stream. Snow Boughs is perhaps her last signiﬁcant 
wall hanging, reminiscent of the color and motion in her early 
oil paintings. Hemenway was gratiﬁed by the reception given 
her exhibitions at Harvard’s Carpenter Center and in Boothbay 
Harbor, and the showing of Thaw at the Maine College of Art. 
Diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, Hemenway was 
distraught. In 1995, she wrote at some length about her incipient 
loss of memory, the finality of the prognosis and alienation. 
“The months of tests and suggested problems have been terrifying. 
How long before I can claim to be on solid ground I do not know.” 
She said, “These are truly sad days for me” and that her husband 
“too believes I am failing.” She no longer saw herself as “part of 
his pleasure in living—but as a responsibility.” She fell back on 
the winning behaviors from her past—perseverance, tenacity and 
combativeness to address these new challenges. 
Her proliﬁc notes and recollections taper oﬀ with a last journal 
entry in November of 1996. Throughout this period, Bob is her 
constant companion and guardian, going to extraordinary lengths 
to support his Nancy. Marcia Kimpton, Hemenway’s Maine studio 
collaborator, recalls that Bob’s deep love and steadfast devotion, 
caring and compassion for his wife all started as childhood friends.
Late in life, Hemenway wrote, “If I were to compliment myself 
greatly, I would say ‘In many ways I am like my Mother, with 
endurance and generosity of spirit.’ There is no one I will not 
stop to help—that I can honestly say.” As always, she was “all 
in” as a human being, giving of herself unsparingly as a mentor 
and friend, or reaching out to those who held out a hand in need. 
She was particularly a friend to women, and said in her journal 
from this time: “I am drawn to women in many places, as I watch 
them I marvel at their patience and endurance and see in many 
the look of deep suﬀering.” She responded and cared.
Those who knew her well were blessed by her loving spirit. 
They also remember her tenacity, her gusto for life and nature, 
and her towering artistic achievement. 
“If I were to compliment
myself greatly I would
say ‘in many ways
I am like my Mother, 
with endurance and
generosity of spirit.’
There is no one I will
not stop to help, that
I can honestly say.”
—Nancy Hemenway
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Bell Tower
1992
18’ (h)
Twelve embrodiered panels.
“And suddenly I thought I 
would like to make my own 
bell tower. Immediately I 
thought of it as being  
large black and white 
figures that I would draw 
with yarn just as though 
I were taking a piece of 
charcoal. And instead of 
making them lavish  
heavily embroidered 
figures, they would be  
free form. They would 
suggest the human  
form very clearly.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
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“With embroidery and using only black and white wool 
yarns I have drawn as I would with charcoal or paint the 
linear shapes. In every instance, I have tried to capture the 
essence of each craft, and suggest that the same ﬁgures, 
although in diﬀerent dress, represent modern activities 
in our century. We may have many new inventions, but 
in much of the world, the plow, the easel, the boat remain 
recognizable and useful.
I have also tried to capture the elegance that Giotto gave to 
the ﬁgures.
The use of red lacquer is a foil to the black and white, to 
give elegance and ﬁnish to the composition.”
—Nancy Hemenway Barton about Bell Tower (December 3, 1991)
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museums
1957 Exhibit, children’s portraits, Casa Americana, Madrid
1957  Group exhibit, Uptown Gallery, New York City
1959  Group exhibit, Uptown Gallery, New York City
1960 Exhibit, Maine Art Gallery, Wiscasset, Maine
1962 Exhibit, Paintings by Nancy Hemenway, Bronxville Public Library, New York
1964 Exhibit, Wheaton College, Norton, Mass
1968 Exhibit, National Museum, La Paz, Bolivia
1969-70  Exhibit, Creative Stitchery on Hand-Woven Materials from Bolivia by Nancy Hemenway, Pan American Union, Washington, D.C.
1970 Film, Nancy Hemenway at the Pan American Union, U.S. Information Agency
1970 Exhibit, Bola Gallery, Mexico City Mexico
1970 Exhibit, The Art Wagon, Scottsdale, Arizona
1971 Exhibit, Woodmere Gallery of Art, Chestnut Hill, Pennsylvania
1971 Exhibit, Maine Coast Artists, Rockport, Maine
1970-71  Exhibit, Pan American Union, Washington, D.C.
1971 Exhibit, Municipal Gallery, Guadalajara, Mexico
1972 Exhibit, The Copley Society of Boston, Massachusetts
1972 Exhibit, The Wingspread Gallery, Northeast Harbor, Maine
1974 Catalog, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, published by the Museum of Fine Arts/Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe
Nancy Hemeway Barton had close to 40 solo exhibitions throughout the world. 
Never represented by an agent or gallery, she made friendships and professional 
contacts through extraordinary eﬀort. In addition, Hemenway made several trips 
as an art ambassador to Africa and South America on behalf of the U.S. government. 
Ahead of Her Time: The Life and Work of Nancy Hemenway Barton78
1974 Exhibit, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Oklahoma Science and Art Foundation, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
1974-75 Exhibit, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Marion Koogler McNay Art Institute, San Antonio, Texas
1974 Exhibit, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Museum of Fine Arts, Santa Fe, New Mexico
1975 Exhibit, Ancient Images of Mexico and the Andes, Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts, Montgomery, Alabama
1975 Lecture tour, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe
1975 Lecture tour, England, Germany, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland
1977-78 Catalog, Textures of Our Earth: Bayetage Tapestries by Nancy Hemenway, 1972-1977, published by Nimrod Press, Boston
1979 Exhibit, Thirteen Tapestries by Nancy Hemenway, Wheaton College, Norton Massachusetts (with Amy Gray)
1982 Exhibit, Berenice Abbott, Mildred Burrage, Nancy Hemenway, Dahlov Ipcar, Louise Nevelson, Joan Whitney Payson Gallery,  
Westbrook College, Portland, Maine
1983 Video, Salt Shadow, the Making of a Tapestry, Bonnie B. Durrance Productions, Rockport, Maine
1983 Exhibit, Salt Shadow, Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine
1983 Catalog, Aqua Lapis, Embroidered Wall Sculptures, 1975-1983, published by Textile Arts Foundation, Washington, D.C.
1983 Exhibit, Aqua Lapis, Chicago Art Institute, Chicago, Illinois
1986 Exhibit, Aqua Lapis, Farnsworth Museum, Rockland, Maine, and Huntsville Museum, Huntsville, Alabama
1987-89 Exhibit, Tipi-Waterfall, part of Frontiers in Fiber: The Americans, U.S. Information Agency exhibit to seven countries in Asia
1988  Catalog, New England Light, published by Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California
1988  Exhibit, New England Light, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California
1991 Exhibit, Carpenter Center, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts
1994 Exhibit, Boothbay Region Art Foundation, Boothbay Harbor, Maine
1995 Exhibit, Thaw, Maine College of Art, Portland, Maine
1996  Exhibit, Nancy Hemenway Embroidered Textiles, Bates College Museum of Art, Lewiston, Maine
1997 Exhibit, Wheaton College, Norton, Massachusetts
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catalogues, poetry, journals and website
www.nancyhemenwaybarton.com
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Beyond
The stair of oak
the height, the strength
draws me. Lifting
my eyes, climbing
without seeing where I go
or where I have been.
I am dizzy
with blueness, white,
sun, all the beauty
so overwhelming, while
I climb, climb the stair
seeing only the sea, the rocks.
Knowing that ahead
are the heavens
also blue.
—Nancy Hemenway Barton
Being with Nancy Hemenway
I n 1983, Nancy Hemenway invited me to document her creation of a larger-than-life tapestry that she would call Salt Shadow. It would be the largest work she had ever done. It would be technically and aesthetically challenging. It would be an evocation of the water and 
sky and the salt-crusted Maine coast she loved. As she described to me 
how it would be, where it would hang, how long it would take, I wondered 
if this small, kind, soft-spoken woman could really do it. It was so big. 
There were so many unknowns. 
Over the weeks and months and then years, as I watched Salt Shadow 
and later the monumental outdoor sculptures come into being, I decided 
that if Nancy Hemenway intended it there was nothing she could not do.
As I think of her now, and look again at the work I watched her create, 
I am newly inspired by the way she harnessed the power of her will to the 
intensity of her love—devotion, really—of the natural world and of her 
family, to create works of art. Her home, her studio, her handsome husband, 
Bob, who was always there, helping, always proud of her, all seemed to me 
part of the force and inspiration for her creative vision and productivity. 
She saw and brought beauty to every part of her life. There was a paradox 
about her that was fun and exciting. She was a powerful woman with 
exquisite sensitivity who made monumental work of moving softness. 
Women sculptors like the other Maine great, Louise Nevelson, tend to 
work big and strong, in fierce wood and steel forms. Hemenway worked big 
and soft, loving the delicate folds and layers of exotic wools through which 
wind could blow, and one could see and want to feel. The work itself has the 
excitement of paradox. The sturdy tipis and bold tower structures could 
withstand Maine wind and storm, while the fabrics that covered them, 
so intricately crafted, were graceful, delicate, and elegant—like Nancy. 
I considered her then, and do even more now, a model of woman and artist 
to honor and aspire to.
— BY BONNIE DURRANCE
